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Abstract

This paper reports the resuits of a nationwide telephone survey of 1,200
adults--conducted from November 1984 to January 1985 and sponsored by the
National Institute of Educaiion--that examined the public's response to
secondary school reform. The results portray a groundswell of public support
for the reform movement. The public wants greater student accountability,
greeter teacher initiative and accountability, and upgraded curricula.

Despite the diversity of the American public, 95% of the survey's re-
apondents voiced their support for high-school graduation exams ani junior-
high promotion tests. In fact, most survey participants found the concept of
student competency testing so compelling that they said they would be willing
to have the exams even 1f their own children suffzred the consequences of
fallure.

Survey participants also declared that they wanted tangible evidence of
teacher competence and initiative. More than 80% said they favored national
teacher exams and teachers working during the summer to improve their
teaching. 1In addition, about two-thirds were also ready to support measures
designed to attract and retain good teachers, including increasing teachers'
salaries to an average of $25,000 per year and/or offering merit pay to out-
standing teachers, Responde:nts were opposed to school closings and cutbacks
in extracurricular activities as ways to pay for these reforms; most preferred
paying $200 in increased taxes instead.

The basic academic curriculum outlined by the National Commission on
Excellence in Education in A Nation at Risk has also struck a responsive chord
among the pubiic; but about one-third of the survey's participants said they
would abandon support for more rigorous course work if their children had to

give up athletics or other extracurricular activities to have enough time for

schoolwork.
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PUBLIC RESPONSE TO PROPOSALS FOR RALSING
ACADEMIC STANDARDS IN SECONDARY SCHOOLSL

Donald J. Freeman, Philip A. Cusick, and Richard T. Houang2

This paper reports the results of a national telephone survey, examining
the attitudes of Americans toward public high schools. 1Its purposes were
(a) to assess public response to efforts to improve academic standards in
secondary schools and (b) to determine the public's willingness to bear the
costs of standards-raising efforts. While attempts to raise academic stan-
dards seem to have strong public support, there is uncertainty as to the depth
of that support across various subgroups and equal uncertainty as to the depth
of that support for particular standards-raising proposals. There is also
uncertainty as to the public's willingness to bear the cost of reform efforts.

Attempts to improve academic standards entail certain costs. If second~
ary schools put more time and energy into academics, less of both will be
avallable for other educational goals. If students are asked to increase the
time and effort expended in academic endeavors, they will have less time for
other activities such as athletics or part-time jobs. Many of the reform
proposals, such as calls for increased teacher salaries, have simple and

direct financial costs; other proposals have social or personal costs. If

IThis study was sponsored by the National Institute of Education,
Department of Education, Washington, D.C. from November 1984 to January 1985,
(Contract No. 400-83-0052)

2ponald J. Freeman is a senior researcher with the High School Standards
Project and is a member of the Content Determinants Project. He is also a
professor of teache~ education at Michigan State University. Philip A. Cusick
is coosrdinator of High School Standards Project and is a professor of
administration and ,her education and chairperson of the educational admin-
istration departmen. at }SU. Richart T. Houang, a research associate with the
High School Standards Project, is a systems analyst with MSU's Computer
Center,




Junior-high school promotion tests, high-school graduation exams, or more
demanding course requirements are implemented, certain students will have to
bear the pejorative judgments emanating from more stringent standards., If
those pejorative judgments are more heavily weighed against certain subgroups
such as poor and minority students, those actions may be regarded as reversing
the schools' egalitarian efforts and hence may be construed as a social cost.
If the pejorative judgments accompanying more stringent requirements are
lodged against one's own child, that can be regarded as a personal cost.
Following this line of reasoning, the authors studied the standards-
raising movement and its background, identified the major reform proposals and
their probable costs, and developed an interview schedule to assess the depth

of public support and willingness to pay for standards-raising initiatives.

Research Procedure

Sample

The 1,200 adults who participated in the telephone survey represented 597
of the 2,047 households in the designated sample. To identify designated
households for the sample, the authors considered both published and unpub-
lished telephone numbers and attempted to reflect the proportion of residen-
tial households in each of the nine census regions in the continental
United States. A description of the sampling plan 1is provided in Freeman,
Cusick, and Houang (1985).

Table 1 describes socliodemographic characteristics of the sample and
recent population estimates provided by the U.S. Bureau of the Census (1983 &
1984). Overall, these data indicate that the sample was most representative

of U.S. estimates for geographical regions. It was least accurate in its

representation of levels of formal education and of households with family




Sample Characteristics (in percents)

U.S. Sample U.S.
l. Geographical regions Respondent's level of education
East 22,0 college graduate 27.2 17.7
Midwest 25.4 some college 25,5 15.3
South 33.7 high school graduate 34.4 37.9
Hest 18.9 gsome high school 8.1 13.3
no high school 4,4 15.8
2, Gender undetermined 0.3 -
females 52.4 Family income levels
males 47.6
over $50,000 10.5 10.9
3. Age of respondent $30,000 to $50,000 23.3 24.9
$20,000 to $30,000 25.7 23.0
18 to 29 30.1 $10,000 to $20,000 21,2 24.6
30 to 49 34,2 under $10,000 10.7 16.6
50 and older 35.7 undesignated 8.5 ——-
undesignated ———-
Children in public high schools
4. Ethnic groups (ses notes)
white 83.4 public high school parents 39.8 NA
black 11.8 private/parochial high school
other ethnic groups 4.9 parents 3.7 NA
undesignated ———— no children in high school 26,2 NA
no children 30.4 NA
Note. Public high school parents = parents whose children are currently enrolled or have

already graduated from high school.
two publications of the U.S. Bureau of the Census (1983 & 1984),

U.S. percentages are based on 1982 estimates provided in

NA = not avallable




incomes of less than $10,000. Situations in which the responses of
subpopulations that wete over- or underrepresented in the sample differed from
those of related subgroups are noted in the text. These differences should be

considered in the interpretation of population estimates.

Time of the Interviews

The median length of the 1,200 interviews was about 20 minutes. Each was
conducted by a specially trained, professional interviewer from Market Opinion

Research between late November 1984 and early January 1985.

Statistical Analyses

Chi-square tests of independence were used to determine if significant
differences existed in responses across population subgroups. Because so many
tests of this type were conducted, the probability of a Type I error was fixed
at .0l across all analyses. The target population for this study includes all
adults, 18 years or older, who reside in the continental United States. In
interpreting the results, it is important to allow for sampling errors of plus
or minus 3% for the entire sample and an even larger range for subpopulations,
It is also important to recognize that the study does not provide reliable

estimates for local communities.

Summary of Preliminary Findings

Public Reaction to Secondary Schools Goals

The first section of the survey was based on Goodlad's (1983) analysis of
the general goals of schooling. It assessed public reaction to five major
goals of public high schools--to teach job-related skills, academic sublects,

daily living, personal growth, and social growth. Respondents with children

who have atlended high school were asked whether they considered it very




important, somewhat important, or aot important for their children to learn
what 18 taught in each of these areas. For those without high school-aged
children, the question was phrased hypothetically, “Imagine you nave children
who are in high school, . . ." Because the respoanses of the two groups were
similar, the data were combined and are summarized in Table 2.

In identifying experiences that are very important for their children
(Column 1), participants indicated strong support Zor the academic goais of
schools, with a slightly lower level of concern for those dealing with person-
al and social growth. When choosing the most important experience for their
children (Column 2), courses focusing on job-related skills ranked second, but
far below, courses in academic subjects. Overall, it can be concluded that
most American adults have a strong commitment to academic goals, but may

resist reforms that erode the attention given to the other major goals of

schooling.

Response to Standards~Raising Proposals

Job-related skills, personal growth, and social development are not the
targets of the standards-raising movement. Its major emphasis is to increase
the schools' commitment to, and the students' involvament and effort in,
academic pursuits. To gain a clearer sense of the public's support for that
effort, the questions posed to survey participants asked them to think in
terms of "things your local high school might do to improve its success in
teaching academic subjects." The data in Table 3 summarize public reactions
to the 14 standards-raising proposals presented in the interview.

The figures in Column 1 describe the percent of respondents who favored
each proposal, Accounting for sampling errors, the proportion of the public

favoring each recommendation should fall within plus and minus three

10




Public Perceptions of Basic Goals for Secondary Schools

Table 2

Courses/Experiences

Percent of respoadents who belfave

¥~ 18 very {rportant for
their children to learn
what s taugh® in these
courses/experiences

This type of experience
is more important than

the other four choices

for their chuildren

Crirses that deal with job-related skills (e 3.,
welding, auto repair, sghorthand, and bookkeeping)

Academic suvjects (e.g., mati, science, Znglish
and social studies)

Courses that focus on daily living (e.g., home
management, cooking, and consumer math)

Teachers should encourage pei.ional growth
(f.e., try to build self-understanding,
creativity, and self-confidence)

Tes ‘hers should encorrage social growth
(l.e., try to teac students how to get along
with o hers, to ac..pt social regrongibilities,
and tc appruciate their own and of er cultures)

No c¢iear prefereuce

47.9

92.2

46.6

8l.7

78.5

13.7

37.0

6.3

9.9

8.6

24.5

12




Table 3

Laval of Public Support for Standards=-Relsing Initistivss

Significent
Should your locsl afgh X who prafasr soclodemographic
school taks thi;. action? H4 x X no this action to diffarancas (n
yss no opinion 11 other chofcss  rssponss patterns®
Raquire studsnzs to pses hi \h-s. #9501 gradustion sxace
{n resding &nd math 95.1 4.3 0.7 35.3
Raquird studenta to pass jurioz<high promotion gxame
in reading snd math 95.2 4.9 0.8 13.5 4
A+ At lesst two-thirds of ths classss studente take
should BT tequirad courser 82.5 12,6 4.8 NC 5
b. At lesst oms=half of all classes should bs
raquired courses 91.3 2.6 3.9 5.2 J
Lialt the elzs of all ac.denic c<lagsss to 23 or
Zever studants 85.3 10.9 3.4 [ 71 2, 7
Design systsn of revatds snd penslties to reducs
unsxcused absences froa school 84.5 10.6 44 HC
Ruquire teachers to pass: gtats or sational tascher
sxams A3.9 10.5 5.6 NC 48
Have teachsrs spend ons month each summer doing things
to loptovs thel{r tesching 80.9 15,3 3.8 7.2 3, S
Incrassse the sy«rage salsty far teschars to at
lesst $23,000 73.8 19.6 6.6 3.8 1, 3,4,5
Assign at lsast 1 1/2 hours of homework evsry dey 71.0  26.8 2.3 3.5 3,4,5
Pay outatanding teschers highsr sslarics than othsr
teachers uith the sace ssnfor{ty (merit {ncreasss) 66.6 2644 7.0 3.3 3,4,5,6,7
Studsnte who diarupt cless activitiee dey aftar dey [
should
s, rssmain in ragular classroons 15.9 717.2 6.9 NC 3, []
b.  bs assigned to altermativs clessroons 64.7 25.9 9.4 2.4 6
co bs expslled froa school 10.0 80.6 9.4 HC 2
Incresss ths length of the echool day by ome hour 45.8 50.8 3.4 0.6 2
Almost all required courses should focus on
acadanic subjects 42.3 52.8 4.8 2.3
Incrasss the length of the 3chool yssr by ons month 24,9 69.2 3.9 0.5 1, 3, ?
Ho prefsrancs L ——- 15.8

Note. NC = not considered (i.s., was not {ncluded In the £°t of cholcas).

% 1 = geographical raglons, 2 = gender; 3 = age of caspondent; & = gthalc groupe; 5 = respondant’s level of sducation;
6 » fanily {ncoms lave’s; 7 = those with and without childran {n public high schools

E KTC 13 BEST COPY AvAILABLE
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percentage points of these figures. Survey participants also responded to a

series of forced-choice questions involving 12 of the l4 proposals, The per-
cent who picked a given initiative as their top choice among the 12 alterna-
tives 1s shown in Column 4.

As these figures indicate, there was a very strong level of support for
graduation and promotion tests. When asked whether their local high school
should have high-school graduation exams or junior-high promotion tests, 95%
said "yes" (Column 1), In the sequence of forced-choice questions that
followed, about one-half of all survey participants named one of these two
exams as the action they were most eager for their local high school to take
(Column 4), As shown in Column 5, "significant sociodemographic differences,"
the level of enthusiasm for these two measures was consistent across all but
one of the subgroups considered in the study (as listed in Table 1), A some-
what higher proportion of whites (96%) tﬁan blacks and cther minorities (91%)
was Iin favor of junior-high school promotion exams.

More than 80% of the respondents were also in favor of (a) increasing the
proportion of required courses, (b) limiting class size, (c) reducing student
absenteeism, (d) testing teachers, and (e) having teachers spend one month
each summer upgrading their knowledge or skills. The level of support for
these five measures was usually consistent across subgroups. Nevertheless,
among the "level of education" snhgroups, college graduates were most likely
to agree that at least two-thirds of all classes should be required courses
(90% favored). Those most likely to favor limiting class size were females
(88%) and parents who did not have children in high school (92%). College
graduates (767%) and blacks and other minorities (76%) were least likely to

support national teacher exams. Those 50 years or older (71%), college

14




graduates (767%), and those who did not attend high school (76%) were least in
favor of teachers upgrading their skills during the summer.

Four proposals were supported by about two-thirds of the respondents:

(a) increasing teachers' salaries, (b) assigning 1 1/2 hours of homework each
day, (c) paying merit increases to outstanding teachers, and (d) assigning
disruptive students to alternative classrooms, Across the full set of 14
questions, subgroups differed most often in their level of support for
proposals calling for increases in teachers' salaries or merit pay. Support
for increased salaries was highest among those living in the West (807%), those
less than 50 years of age (77%), blacks and other minorities (82%), and
college graduates (82%); it was lowest among those living in the Midwest (70%)
and for individuals who did not attend high school (62%).

Support for merit pay was highest “mong those with family incomes above
$50,000 per year (77%), high-school parents (72%), and those who attended
college (72%). It was lowest among blacks (53%) and those less than 30 years
of age (587%). As these data indicate, blacks and those under 30 years old
preferred increasing teachers' salaries to offering merit pay. Blacks and
other minorities were most in favor, and high-school graduates least in favor,
of assigning 1 1/2 hours of homework each day (747 vs. 62%).

Cnly three proposals were not supported by a majority of respondents:

(2) lengthening the school day by one hour, (b) having almost all required
courses focus on academics, and (c) lengthening the school year by one month.
Males were the only subgroup somewhat in favor of lengthening the school day

(51%); none of the subgroups advocated limiting the focus of all required

courses to academics or lengthening the school year.
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Comparison with Gallup Poll

Some questions on this standards survey overlapped with those ralsed in
the annual Gallup poll on education sponsored by Phi Delta Kappa (Gallup,
1984). There were striking similarities and differences in responses to these
questions. For example, 65% of the respondents in the Gallup poll and 677 of
the participants in this survey favored merit pay for teachers, Likewise, 42%
of the participants in the Gallup poll and 46% of the standards survey
respondents favored lengthening the school day by one hour. In contrast, the
proportion of Gallup poll respondents who favored lengthening the school year
by one month was far greater than the corresponding figure for standards

survey respondents (447 vs. 25%).

Teacher testing. Desplite a difference in wording, the propertion of

Gallup poll respondents favoring teachers being tested "to prove [their]
knowledge in the subjects they will teach" was only slightly higher than the
percentage of participants in this survey who said their local school district
should "hire only those teachers who have passed state or national teacher
exams' (897 vs. 84%). Likewise, the proportion of Gallup poll participants
who felt that high-school students were not required to work hard enough (67%)
was very nearly equal to the percentage of standards survey participants who

favored assigning at least 1 1/2 hours of homework every day (71%).

°
Teacher salary increase. However, there were clear differences in re-

sults when participants in the Gallup poll were asked, "Do you think salaries
in this community for teachers are too high, too low, or just about right?"
and individuals in this survey were asked, ''Should the average salary for

teachers be increased to at least $25,000 a year? Teachers earn about $20,000

16
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a year now." Only 37% of the Gallup respondents said teacher's salaries were

too low, but 74Z of the participants in this survey said these salaries should

be increased.

Nationwide high-school exam. Finally, when participants in the Gallup.

poll were asked, "Should all high-school students in the United States be re-
quired to pass a standard nationwide examination in order to gat a high-school
diploma?" only 65% said "yes," whereas 957 of the respondents in the sgtan-

dards survey agreed that "students [should] be required to pass tests in read-

ing and math to graduate from high school.”

Public Willingness tc Pay the Financial Costs of Reforms

The standards~-raising proposals in Table 4 have simple and direct finan-
clal costs. To assess the depth of support for these reforms, respondents
were asked to choose the one action from this subset they "are most eager for
[their] local high school to take." Participants were then asked if they
would continue to support their preferred action if they knew their local
school board would pay for it (a) by eliminating "athletics, music, and other
extracurricular activities,” (b) by "closing certain schools, including the
elementary school in their neighborhood,' or (c) through $200 per year
increases in their taxes.

Across all groups, responses were quite definite. Participants said they
would be quite willing to pay increased taxes to attain their preferred re-
forms, but would be quite unwilling to forgo extracurricular activities or to
have their local schools closed. Whereas levels of opposition to eliminating
extracurricular activities and closing neighborhood schools were consistent

across the seven initiatives, wil:ingness to pay increased taxes varied among

17
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proponents of different initiatives (see Chi-square tests on Table 4). Thrse
who chose "assigning disruptive students to alternative classrooms' as their
preferred action were least willing to pay increased taxes; those who favored
lengthening the school year or increasing teachers' salaries were most willing
to pay for preferred reforms in this way (see Column 7 of Table 4). Reports
of willingness to pay increased taxes also varied across subgroups. Those
most willing to pay increased taxes to attain their preferred reform were
males (78%), indlividuals from 30-49 years of age (79%), those who attended or
graduated from college (84%), and those with family incomes of $30,000 or

greater (83%).

Public Willingness to Endure Personal/Social Costs for Reforms

Five of the standards~raising proposals have personal or social costs.

In assessing the depth of public support for these reforms, respondents were
again asked to choose the one action from this subset they were most eager for
their local high school to take. Most respondents were then asked to imagine
"[they had] a child who has to work very hard to get passing grades in high
school.” Those whose preferred reform was junior-highMschool promotion tests
were asked to imagine "[they had] a child who has failed [these exams)." This
introduction was followed by questions about adverse effects the child might
experience if the respondent's preferred proposal were implemented. Table 5
summarizes responses to this set of questions for four of the five proposals:
jurior-high promotion exams, increase ratio of required courses, 1 1/2 hours
of homework, and limit focus of required courses to academics. Table 6 in the

next section depicts the personal and social costs respondents said they would

be willing to endure for high-school graduation exams.




13 |
i
Table &
Leval of Public Support for Actions Dsaigned to Pay
ths Finsncilal Coats of Preferrad Standards~Raising In{tistivee
Weuld you still want your locsl schools
to take this sction 1f you knew the
school board would pay for Lt by
Elininsting atlletics/ Closing locel Increasing your
Action other sxtracurriculsr schools taxes by $§200
activitias per year
b4 4 X no % z % no 4 z X no
yes no opinion yes no opinfion yes no opinion
Liave tsschers spend one month
esch summer doing things to
foprove thsir teaching (g_-!OS) 40,3 53.6 5.9 24.9 68,9 6.2 66,2 28,2 5.6
Linit acadenic cizsses to 25
or fewer atudents (n=216) 37.0 56.0 6.9 27.3  68.1 4.6 70.6 23.2 4.2
Pay outstanding teachsrs higher
sslaries than others with the
asoe senfority (n=142) 39.4 52.1 8.5 36,6 %9.2 4,2 81.7 14.8 3.5
Incresse the sversgy asslary
for taschers to st least
$25,000 (n=139) 39.9 58.0 2.2 30,4 60.1 9.4 84,2 144 1.4
Assign distuptive atudents to
alternative claasrooms (n=126) 40.8 48,8 1044 28,2  60.5 11,3 57.1 36,5 6.3
Increese the length of the
school day by one hour (g-lnl) 29.3 58.5 12.2 22,0  63.4 14,6 5.6 17.1 7.3
Incresas the leangth of the
school year by ond month (n=26) 53.8 8.5 1.7 42,3 50,0 7.7 84.6 11.5 3.8
GVERALL (n=995) 39.4 33.7 6.9 28.6 64.3 7.1 706 23,9 4.5
Chi-squsre teat of differences {n responaes
across the aeven {nitfstives (d.f.=6) 4,93 (p =.53) 9.86 (p =.13) 34,00 (p =<.01)
Signi{ficant soclodenographic diffearances
in responae patterna® 3 3, 5,6 2,3, 5,6
Hotes. n = nunber who profer thi{s action to the other six choices in this subaet.
81 w geographical rsglona; 2 = gander; ) = sge of respondent; &4 = athnic groups; 5 = reepondent’s level of
education; 6 = family {ncome levels; 7 = those with end without childrsn {n public high schools
O




Public's Willingness to Endure Personal Costs Associated

|
|
|
l
i
Table 5

with Preferred Standards-Raising Initiatives

14

If your child failed the junior-high promotion exam
and had to spend one extra year completing the work
needed to pass, would you still want your local
schools to require these tests? (n = 242)

If your child were convinced by the experience of failing
the junior-high promotion exam that s/he was dumb and
not able to succeed in school, would you still want
your local schools to require these tests?

Would you still support action (a,b, or ¢ below) if,
under these conditions, your child had to give up
athletics or other extracurricular activities to
have enough time for schoolwork?

a. Have more required courses than electives (n = 121)

b. Assign at least 1 1/2 hours of homework each day (E = 75)

c. Have almost all required courses focus on academic
subjects (n = 42)

Would you still support (a or c below) 1if, as a result of this
action, your child failed two or three required courses each
year and had to take these classes again?

a. Have more required courses than electives
b. (See second note.)
c. Have almost all required courses focus on academic subjects

Would you still want teachers to assign 1 1/2 hours of homework
each day if, under these conditions, your child had to give
up a part-time job to have enough time for school work?

yA A % no
yes no opinion
94.6 3.7 1.7
82.6 9.9 7.4
65.3 30.0 4.1
72.2 20.8 6.9
73.8 14.3 11.9
80.2 14.9 5.0
83.3 14.3 2.4
76.7 17.8 5.5

20

Note. n = number of respondents who preferred this action to the other four choices in
this subset. The fourth question was not applicahle for alternative b,
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Proponents remained firm in their support for 'preferred reforms," even
in the face of adverse consequences for their own child. Less than one-third
said they would abandon support for increased homework or more demanding
course requirements if implementation of their preferred action meant thelir
child would have to give up extracurricular activities or a part-time job. An
even smaller proportion, fewer than 15%, said they would drop their support
for more demanding course requirements or junior-high school promotion exams
if, as a consequence, their child had to (a) repeat several courses,

(b) repeat one full year of school, or (c) withstand a major blow to his or
her self-concept. OCnly 10% of the 242 proponents of junior-high school promo-
tion exams said they would abandon support for this proposal if their child
were convinced by the experience of failing 'that he or she was dumb and not
able to succeed in school'! Patterns of responding to this set of questions

did not vary across the subgroups described in Table 1.

High-School Graduation Exams

The reform proposal receiving the highest level of public support was
high-school graduation exams. Contrasting both personal and social costs of
these exams, the survey asked proponents 1f they would centinue their support
(1) if their own children did not pass the tests and (2) if youngsters from
low-income families suffered adverse consequences. In introducing the two
questions on scnial costs, respondents were advised that

high school graduation exams have positive results for
some students and negative results for others. However,
in districts that require high-school graduation exams,
white and minority youngsters from low-income families
almost always suffer more negative results than youngsters
from middle~ or high-income families.

The analyses considered two groups who varied in their levels of commit=-

ment to graduation exams. The 574 respondents identified as "proponents" in

21
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Table 6

Proponanta’ Willingnsss to Endure Personal and Social Costs

Associated with High-School Graduation Zxaus

Significant
acciodenographic
z z % no d{fferencea in
Parsonal Costs: yas no opinfon Tesponss patterns®
Do you think you would sti{ll want your local high school to
require graduation exama {f your child fafiled the teats the
fi{rst time he or she took thea?
- Proponents 2.1 5.8 2,1
Do you think you would stfll favor these exams i{f your child
di{d not rsceive a regular high-school diploma because he or
she waa nsvar able to pass ths tasts?
« Proponents 80.4 12.5 7.2
Social Costs:
Would you still want your local high school to require
graduation exans {f nsarly $S0% of the lov-incone students
fail the axanms the firat time they take thenm?
- Proponents 76,1 19.0 4.9 2,3
« Those who favor 72,1 18.9 9.0 3
Vould you still favor theae exasms {f 20X of the low=incone
students do not receive regular higheschool diplomas becsuse
they are nsver able to pass the tests?
« Proponenta 78.6 18.1 3.3 4,5,6
« Those who favor 73.1 18.1 8.7 3

Nota., Proponents (n = $74) = thoss who preferred high-school graduation exams to the four other stsndarda-
Talsing proposals {nvolving personal cozts (see Table 5). Those who Favor (n = 570) = those who agreed that
students {n their local high achools should be requirsd to pass gradustion exams, but did not sslect thsse tsats
as thsir preferred cholce among {ni{tietives {nvolving personsl costs,

4 | « geographical regiunai 2 = gender; 3 = age of respondent; 4 = athnic groups; 3 = respondent’s level of
education; 6 = fanily income levelsj 7 = those with and without children {n public high schools
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Table 6 named high-school graduation exams as their top choice among the five
standards-raising prcposals involving personal costs. A separate group of 570
individuals, célled "those who favor," gaid their local high school should
require the tests, but did not select them as their top choice among the per-
sonal cost initiatives,

Graduation exams received unusually strong support from both groups.
Proponents said they were willing to have their own children bear the ci ts of
graduation exams even if those costs included a failure to receive a regular
high-school diploma. The results also indicated that some with relatively
high levels of commitment to graduation exams wcre more concerned about social
costs than personal costs. Ever though 927% of the proponents said they would
continue to support these tests i1f their own child failed them the first time
he or she took them, only 76% said they would still want their local high
school to require these exams 1if nearly 50% of the low-income students failed
on their initial attempt. Levels of concern for social costs were almost as
high for proponents as for individuals in the "those who favor" group.

Whereas willingness to endure the personal costs of high-school gradu-
ation exams was consistent across subgroups of proponents, some subpopulations
varied in their tolerance for social costs. Proponents between 30 and 49
years old (82%) a7d males (83%) would be most likely to continue their support
for graduation exams if 50% of the low-income students failed on their initial
attempt. Proponents with family incomes above $30,000 (88%) and college
graduates (90%) would be most likely to continue their support 1f 20% of the
low-income youngsters failed to receive regular high-school diplomas. Black

proponents (66%) would be least likely to continue their support under these

conditions,
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High-School Graduation Requirements

To gain a clearer sense of the public's perspective or efforts to reform
the high-school curriculum, survey participants were asked to indicate if they
were In favor of each of the high-school graduation requirements called for in
the report of the National Commission on Excellence in Education (1983), 4
Nation at Risk. To provide a contrast to academic requirements, survey
narticipants were also asked to react to graduetion requirements in the fine
arts and in physical education. The results are shown in Table 7.

The basic academic curriculum outlined by the National Commission has
struck a responsive chord among the public. Even the least popular of the
Commission's recommendations--two years of foreign language for college-bound
students--had majority support. However, the putlic does not want schools to
specify the content students would be required to take (e.g., all sophomores
take American history; all jualors take world history). Those who said they
favored a three-year soclal-studies requirement were asked to Imagine that
their local high school had initiated this requir..ent. When they were then
asked, "If that happens, should all students be required to take the same set
of social studies courses or should they be allowed to choose some of thair
courses from a list of electives?" 897 said students should be given some
choice.

With one exception, the results of this survey confirm the Gallup poll's
rank order of subjects the public would require. The percentage of respon-
dents in this survey who expressed support for a physical education require-
ment (73%) was considerably higher than the corresponding figure for
participants in the Gallup poll (44%).

Subgroups varied in their respomnses to certain proposals, particularly

the recommended English and foreign-language requirements. A four-year
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Table 7
Public Parcsptions of the Basic Rsquirsments

of the High School Curriculum

Significant
In order to gradusts froa the high sociodsrogrephic
school in your locel cosmunity, should X b4 X no dlffersncas {n .
ell studsnts be rsquirsd to take yes no opinion Tasponss pattsrna®
three ysars of mathsaatics 90.0 8.8 1.3
ons-helf year of cocputer sciencs 88.4 8.8 2.8
tvo yasts of physfcal educstion® 72.8 25.3 1.9
four ysars of English 72.5 2.8 2.7 1,2, H
three Yysars of socfel studies 70.1 27.1 2.8 S
three ysars of science 69.6 27.7 2.8
tvo years of art, drama, or musicb 30.6 46.6 2.8 2, $
Should all collsgs=bound students be
requiTed to take st least ©/O years
of e foreign lenguags? 9.3 31.7 3.1 1,2,3, S, 1?7
If your locel high school doas require
thrse yesrs of sociel studiss, should all
studsnts be required to take the sems set
of sociel atudies coursss or should thsy no cholce 8.6%
be alloved to choose soms of helir courses some cholice 89.3%
fron & list of electives? (n = 841) no opiuion 2.1% 4

Nots. Only those respondsnts who ssid thsy favor e uquln'nlut of three years of soclel studiss were
Tncludsd {n this wunalysis.

® 1 = gecographicsl reglons; 2 = gender; 3 = sge of rsspondent; 4 = sthnic groupsi 5 = respondent's laevel
of aducetionj 6 = fenily Iincoms levals; 7 = those with and without children in public high schools

b fot fncluded in the 1list of rscocmendetions cited i{n A Nation at hlsk.
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requicement in English was more likely to be supported (a) by people living in
the East (81%) than by those living in the Midwest (66%), (b) by females (76%)
than by males (67%), and {c) by college graduates (83%) than by those who did
not graduate from high school (53%). The highest levels of support for
foreign language requirements came from individuals living in the West (697),
females (63%), those over 30 years of age (61%), college graduates (68%), and,
private/parochial school parents (75%). The subgroups least likely to favor
the foreign-language requirement were those living in the Midwest (53%),
individuals less than 30 years old (54%), and parents who did not have high

school-aged children (52%).

Summary Statement

The purpose of this survey was to provide a straightforward description
of the public's response to proposals for raising academic standards in our
nation's secondary schools and to assess their willingness to endure the costs
of those refor''s. We recognize that others have ralsed serious questions
about the social consequences and probable success of some of the proposals
the public favors. It is beyond both the scope and purpose of this report,
however, to attempt to interpret the survey's findings within a context that
gives serious attention to this literature. We will therefore limit our dis-
cussion to an analysis, and not an evaluation, of the public's response to
reform proposals.

At a level of consensus normally reserved for issues of Motherhood and
Apple Pie, 95% of the survey's respondents voiced their support for high-
school graduation exams and junior-high school promotion tests. In fact, most
survey participants found the concept of student competency testing so

<. 1pelling that they said they would be willing to have their own children pay
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the personal costs of this reform. It is therefore clear that the public
wants tangible evidence that students are acquiring basic skills in reading
and math and that students and teachers are putting forth sufficient effort to
attain this goal.

In offering strong support for national teacher exams and teachers work~
ing during the summer to upgrade their teaching, the public also declared that
they want tangible evidence of teacher competence and initiative. Whereas the
public felt that teachers should be held accountable, they were also ready to
support measures designed to attract and retain geocod teachers. Approximately
two-thirds of the survey's participants were in favor of increasing teachers'
salaries to an average of $25,000 per year and/or offering merit pay to out-
standing teachers. 1t appears that the public is willing te~ pay teachers
more, but they also want them to work more. In the eyes of the public, the
best way to make teaching financially attractive may be to provide higher
salarf{es fer those who are willing to spend additional time each summer up-
grading their knowledge and skills.

The public made three additional statements about the role of academic
reform within the schools' broader context. First, survey respondents believe
that when schools press for higher academic standards, they should continue to
maintain their commitment to other broad educational goals (i.e., to teach
vocational skills and social and personal growth). More than one-fourth of
the participants in this survey ranked one of these as more important than
academic development for their own children and more than onc-half said they
would abandon support for a ps2ferred proposal 1f the cost were elimination of

axtracurricular activities. Only 42% favored limiting the focus of required

courses to academics.
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Second, the public wants to maintain the current school calendar. There
were only three standards-raising proposals that did not enjoy majority sup-
port. Of these, two focused on changes in the time allocations--lengthening
the school day by one hour and lengthening the school year by one month.
Third, a significant segment of the public also declared that, in pressing for
higher standards, schools must not reverse thelr long-standing commitment to
an egalitarian ideal. Some of the strongest advocates of high-school gradu-~
ation exams were reluctant to have low-income students pay the costs of that
reform. There was almost no support for excluding disruptive students from
schools. and there was very strong support for efforts to minimize unexcused
absences.

Collectively, chese results portray a generalized idea that the public
has of its secondary schools, that is, schools that are open to, and trying to
accommodate, all students; that allocate resources to vocational, perscnal,
and soclal, as well as acadenic ends; that operate within a time frame of six
or seven hours a day, 180 days a year; and that segment the curriculum into
various subjects and pursuits depending on the client or clientele. The
answer to the larger question posed by this survey, "Will the public support
reforms that threaten this generalized idea?" 1is "no." The public will sup-
port and pay for efforts to improve academic standards to the extent that
those efforts do not close off opportunities to any students; reduce attention
to the social, personal, and vocational ends of schooling; increase tradi-

tional time commitments; or radically alter the elective curriculum.
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